The Ethics of Perception in Wunschkonzert
In Chapter 3 I argued that the intermedial deconstruction of realist montage conventions in two pieces by Station House Opera had the potential to induce a state of reflexivity and engage the audience with a 'politics of perception'. There are many factors at play during an experience of cinema and art in general, all of which have a part in influencing and, potentially, guiding our perceptions. Politics can be broadly understood as the management of people's resources. But it also concerns the management of people's freedoms and this is where the ethical considerations come in. These can concern freedom of identity and freedom of thought but also freedom of interpretation and perception of reality. Hence this chapter will concern ethical sentiments which condition our perceptual choices. Much as was the case with aesthetic pleasure in the experience of mainstream cinema, the structures that elicit ethical sentiments may be concealed from spectators; detached as they are from the place of production of images, these structures are not necessarily brought to the forefront of the spectators' attention. There is a sense of detachment in realist cinema that can work to limit perceptual possibilities as well as the possibilities of a more active ethical engagement, and that may induce a comparatively passive and mono-perspectivist mode of spectatorship. Mainstream cinema has the capacity to induce moral and political perspectives and modes of readability precisely because the audience's participation in the construction of meaning is limited, as is their involvement in the perceptual choices they make. Much of the post-theory criticism discussed earlier was concerned with these issues and the socio-political implications of the 'cinematic apparatus' which was seen as limiting the spectator's freedom of response and political agency. This sense of detachment of the audience from the realities of production and the de-responsibility which accompanies it is
The Ethics of Perception in Wunschkonzert 129 a significant feature of our contemporary cinematised culture and is also conditioned by ethical sentiments. The effacement of the 'real' effectuated by realist cinema has serious implications for the ways in which we relate ethically to each other, precisely because ethical relationships that would normally arise out of real-life situations are being mediated through cinematic illusions. Thus, this chapter looks at Katie Mitchell's, Wunschkonzert (2008), a poignant post-cinematic production of a play by Franz Xaver Kroetz about solitude and suicide, which can be seen as a reaction to the conventional dynamic of realist cinema, which induces perceptual limitations for its audiences. The analysis below focuses on ways in which the exposition and live staging of a film production can recuperate the broken thread between the site of production and the experience of cinematic illusion. Re-establishing this link emancipates the spectators, broadening their freedom to make their perceptual choices and thus bringing the ethical implications of perceptions back from the shadows and to the forefront of attention. However, before moving on with the analysis it is important briefly to elaborate upon the relationship between the 'politics of perception' and ethics.
Lehmann claims that the 'politics of perception' and aesthetics of 'response-ability' are 'ethico-political' (Lehmann 2006: 186) phenomena, in the sense that the perceptual choices that an audience makes have political and ethical implications that could be brought to the forefront of attention. Categorically speaking, a 'politics of perception' is not so much a 'political' concept as a perceptual concept. It concerns a mode of reflexivity upon the perceptual choices that an audience makes, which implies a certain perceptual freedom and a negotiation of these choices. Hence in this chapter the concept of a 'politics of perception' will be referred to as an 'ethics of perception'. This requires a theory that will articulate the relationship between perception and ethics; a requirement which Lévinas's philosophy of ethics fulfils, articulating, as it does, the ethical as a perceptual phenomenon. The gist of Lévinas's argument is that certain perceptual phenomena create an ethical stance. What is interesting about this dynamic for the study of intermediality in post-cinematic theatre is how this relationship could be reversed or turned into a dynamic polarity. In other words it can also be used to explore the potential of the intermedial, the in-between: to explore the fluid relationship between perceptual choices and their ethical implications but also ethical sentiments and their effect on perceptual choices.
The Wunschkonzert is an intermedial, post-cinematic piece, directed by Katie Mitchell and premiered at the Schauspiel Köln on 5 December 2008. Mitchell has created other intermedial pieces such as Waves
